y 8                   William   Cowper                 [CH.
Born   in  the  rectory   of  Great  Berkhampstead,  Herts,   in
November 1731, and becoming poet in earnest nearly fifty years
later, he had, meanwhile, fallen under the influence of thought
and sentiment which were beginning to break up the old, rigid
and, frequently, brutal order.   His family, on the father's side, had
given distinguished men to the law and the church; and, in
his boyhood and youth, it seemed not wholly unlikely that he
would follow in his ancestors' paths and take an active part in
life.   That he was affectionate and tenderhearted we know from
the lines he wrote many years later, On the receipt of my Mother's
Picture out of Norfolk.   How far the bullying which he suffered
at his first school may have twisted the development of his nature,
it is impossible to say.   He was not unhappy at Westminster,
where  he  numbered   among his schoolfellows  Edward  Lloyd,
Charles Churchill, George Colman the elder, Warren Hastings and
Elijah Impey.   True, in after years, he attacked English public
schools in Tirocinium; but it is not certain that, in this matter,
his   boyish feelings   tallied   with  his   riper  judgment     From
Westminster, he went to the office of a solicitor, to be trained for
the law.   Thurlow was a student in the same office ; and the two
young men used to spend much of their time at the house of
Cowper's uncle Ashley Cowper, where the chief attraction lay in
the daughters, Theodora and Harriet   So far, there is not any
trace of the Cowper of later years, though there are already traces
of the poet   He fell in love with his cousin Theodora, and wrote
verses to her which are far above the average of young men's
love-poems.    The poems to Delia show, already, the directness,
the sincerity and the simplicity which were to be the keynotes of
his later work, together with the tenderness which has won him
admirers among hundreds to whom most poetry seems unreal
In one of these poems, On her endeavouring to conceal her Grief
at Parting, occurs the famous verse:
Oh! then indulge thy grief, nor fear to tell
The gentle source from whence thy sorrows flow;
Nor think it weakness when we love to feel,
Nor think it weakness what we feel to show.
The stanza is completely characteristic of Cowper's mind and
manner. The proposed match with Theodora was forbidden by
her father, on the ground of consanguinity. To Cowper, the blow,
evidently, was severe. In Absence and Bereavement, he bewails
his fate. The concluding lines of this poem:
Why all that soothes a heart from anguish free,
All that delights the happy, palls with me I